







ONCE BURNED . . .

“That money was in a Swiss account,” Ebony said.

“And it still is, just not in your Swiss account. Do you think that I couldn’t find and access your money? Come on. I’ve found deeper hidden assets than yours. You’re not nearly as clever as you think you are. So go ahead and kill me. But if you do, you will kill everything you ever worked for.” Carmelita flashed Ebony a self-satisfied smile.

“It would be worth it just to see you die. But you’re not getting off that easily. You see, you’re going to give me all the info that I need. And I can guarantee that getting you to talk won’t be a problem for me. You killed my mother, you killed my man, and you framed me. So I’m gonna make you suffer before I smoke your ass!”

Ebony took the lit end of her cigarette and placed it a millimeter away from Carmelita’s cheek.

“Such a pretty face. It’s a shame what I’m going to have to do to it.”
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PROLOGUE



Money is all that matters in this life. When you have it, the world is your oyster, and when you don’t, you’re a sitting duck and you have to endure whatever shots life takes at you. Don’t agree? Then explain why celebrities and politicians can drive drunk, get caught with drugs, solicit hookers, have babies with mistresses, and commit all kinds of other crimes and all they receive is a slap on the wrist, while Joe Average gets put underneath the jail for lesser offenses. It’s because money buys security of all kinds. Money buys favors, status, and freedom. So I did whatever it took, and I do mean whatever it took, to get rich.

I learned the game of life from a wise and experienced master, and I played it to win. My mama was a con artist and a drug dealer who raised me in the streets, but she always wanted a better life for me. Still, Mama was a realist, she knew what I was going to be up against in life. A black woman without money may as well put a kick me sign on her back and let the world line up to take shots at her ass. So Mama taught me everything that she knew about getting paid, from short cons such as panhandling and begging softhearted people for spare change, to elaborate pyramid and Ponzi schemes. And I was good…very good.

But Mama, like all hustlers no matter how slick, eventually got popped. We escaped jail time by the skin of our teeth and traded the concrete jungle of Newark for the sandy shores of Miami. Mama turned her life around and I tried to, but when it boiled down to it, I reverted back to my default behavior. You know the old saying, train the child up in the way he should go and he will never stray from it? Well, it is true for the good things in life as well as the bad. I was greedy and I didn’t have much of a conscience. That can be a real fucked-up combination.

Things started innocently enough. I was a struggling college student in need of cash, and my best friend hooked me up with a gig that seemed to be the answer to all my prayers. Before I knew it, I was lying, conning, and manipulating people all over again. I finessed my way from the gutter to a million-dollar empire, stepping on the hearts, spirits, and psyches of gullible and submissive men to make it to the top. It was always business, never personal. Those men got just what they asked for; they received exactly what was coming to them.

As a dominatrix to the affluent, I was paid a pretty penny by men to humiliate and degrade them, and it was all going along as right as rain, or so I thought until my best client, Erik Johansen, lost touch with reality. He became obsessed with me, threatened my life and my safety, and the life and safety of my fiancé, Jeff Cardoza. Oh, I thought I had it all together; I thought that I could handle a stupid slave and still come out on top. But I was wrong. Dead wrong.

It was like a runaway train: I saw disaster headed right for me, but I couldn’t stop it. Literally, overnight my life was in shambles. Erik and Jeff were dead, and I was the main person of interest in their murders. I was the only person found alive at the gruesome scene of the crime, and my prints were the only ones found on the murder weapon. I was bloodied and disoriented; I was in such shock that I was transported to a mental hospital. If the cops had had their way, my next stop would have been jail and then death row.

I was the beneficiary of a $3 million life insurance policy that belonged to Erik Johansen, and the police saw that as enough motive for me to kill him. They believed I killed my fiancé, Jeff, because he could have ratted me out. I knew that I hadn’t done either, but my mind was like a blank slate that had been wiped clean when it came to what went down the night of the murders. For days I couldn’t remember anything, but I was absolutely certain of one thing: my innocence. Jeff was my soul mate, the man I was going to spend forever with. I would never have hurt him. And Erik, although he was deeply deranged and disturbed, had made me rich beyond my wildest dreams. It’s true that I wanted him out of my life, but I never intended for him to lose his.

But someone on the sidelines had always wanted things to turn out as they did. A devil had definitely been at work, a demented Svengali behind the scenes who helped to create the monster that everyone thought I was. She created this mess and she committed the murders: my scheming so-called best friend, Carmelita Sanchez. In hindsight, I realized that my entire career as a dominatrix had carefully been orchestrated by her. She pulled my strings just like a puppet master, luring me into a sadomasochistic world of bondage and domination, especially financial domination. Not only did I abuse men’s bodies, I raped their wallets, and business was booming. I had Carmelita to thank for it all.

Carmelita had introduced me to Goddess Amber, the mistress who taught me everything I knew about the game and referred Erik Johansen to me. Then Erik freaked out on me and I happened to catch it all on video. I knew that Erik was in emotional turmoil, and his continuing to see me would just make things worse. The best thing I thought I could do for Erik was to cut him loose. I told him it was over, that he was no longer desired as a slave, but he refused to let me go. So, I finally agreed to go along with Carmelita’s plan to blackmail him with the tape. I figured making Erik lose $10 million would turn him off for good. I was wrong. We got the money but Erik was more devoted to me than ever.

The whole thing ended with everyone I loved dead, with me in a psychiatric hospital, and with Carmelita in control of a fortune worth over $14 million. Well, I’m going to get my money, and after that I’m going to make sure that Carmelita Sanchez dies a long and painful death.



CHAPTER ONE
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Florida Everglades

The smell of burning flesh mingled with a thick cloud of black smoke and filled the hallways of Everglades Psychiatric Hospital. Patients tripped and fell over one another as they attempted to escape the inferno raging throughout the facility. The sound of explosions and glass breaking mixed with people’s screams and calls for help. Help didn’t come fast enough.

Some of the residents choked and gasped for air as they found their way to the emergency exits. Others remained trapped in the building trying to make their way out. No practiced evacuation plan had been in place, but most of the patients were too mentally disturbed to actually follow one. By the time the fire alarm sounded, an entire wing was engulfed in flames.

There was a low rumble, like a roll of thunder, then a loud boom. Flames shot skyward and debris rained down among the evacuees outside as a group of people trapped on a balcony jumped onto the grass below, trying to escape the blaze. They appeared to survive the fall but were hurt.

“This is a nightmare!” a nurse screamed before attempting to use CPR to resuscitate a young woman who’d been dragged out of the building unconscious.

The sprinkler system at Everglades hadn’t worked in years. A work order had been placed with the state three years prior. Even though a patient had set fire to the hospital twice before, the powers that be took their sweet time doing anything. Now it was too late.



CHAPTER TWO
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Ebony Knight slumped down low in the seat of the stolen pickup truck that she was driving as she made a swift exit from the parking lot of Everglades Psychiatric Hospital. She passed a fire truck on its way to extinguish the blaze and glanced in the rearview mirror. The building was engulfed in flames. When she and her roommate, Kira, had set the fire, they’d only wanted a distraction big enough to cover their escape, but from the looks of things, their plan had gone awry. An ambulance whizzed past her. People were probably hurt, but she shook the thought off. She had to focus on her goal: revenge.

The mental hospital was located deep within the Florida Everglades, and Ebony had no idea where she was going, but her instincts told her to turn in the opposite direction from where the trucks were coming. Paranoid, she glanced in the rearview again, and this time she swore she saw Kira, running in the heavily wooded area on the side of the road.

Ebony rubbed her eyes. They had to be irritated by the smoke. What she’d seen had to have been a deer or some other kind of animal. There was no way she’d seen Kira. After they’d started the fire, Kira seemed hypnotized by the flames, and just as they were about to make their escape to the getaway vehicle, Ebony saw Kira run back into the burning building screaming some gibberish about returning to “the nebula,” her imaginary home planet of Funkanova. Ebony couldn’t stop her.

A part of Ebony regretted working with Kira to escape. Kira was unstable at best, and Ebony should have known that any plan she hatched would have disastrous results, but when it came to escaping, Ebony felt that she didn’t have a choice. No way was she going to sit patiently and wait to be released from a mental hospital she shouldn’t have been in. She’d been set up, and no way in hell was Ebony going to let the woman who’d destroyed her life get away with her crimes.

Ebony had to get out of Everglades, and Kira had offered a solution. Setting a fire and faking their deaths had been her idea. Ebony had been so blinded by rage that she went along. But Kira and Ebony didn’t discuss what to do after the escape, and Ebony didn’t know what her next moves were going to be.

Ebony stopped at the first gas station she came across—a practically deserted truck stop—and cut the engine on the truck. She had a full tank of gas but needed to pee and to at least splash some water on her face before she continued on her journey. She switched on the interior light and looked at herself in the mirror attached to the back of the sun visor. Her face and white wifebeater were covered with soot and ash. She rummaged through the glove compartment and side compartments in search of a napkin. She didn’t find any napkins but did find a leather wallet with a $20 bill inside. Ebony slipped the money in her pocket.

She entered the gas station convinced that everyone was staring at her. She was right. Only three or four people were in the station, all white, all not used to seeing many black people in their neck of the woods, especially not dirty and disheveled black women. Ebony moved swiftly, grabbing a bottle of water and a POWERAde. She looked at the wrinkled, rubbery hot dogs rotating on metal warming cylinders, and although she wouldn’t normally ingest such a disgusting sight, she fixed two franks and grabbed a handful of napkins. She put her things on the counter, where a female clerk looked at her with disdain.

“Got any scissors?” Ebony asked.

“Right over there.” The clerk pointed at a small display of school supplies, never taking her eyes off Ebony.

“How about peroxide?” Ebony asked, smiling.

“Maybe. If there is any, it’s over there by the Band-Aids and feminine products.” The clerk continued to stare.

Ebony grabbed a pair of scissors and a bottle of peroxide, then picked up a Florida T-shirt that was in a bin marked $5.

“You all right?” the clerk asked, eyeing Ebony suspiciously. “You look like you’ve been in a fight or something.”

“I’m fine. Just had a long day riding ATVs,” Ebony lied smoothly. “I fell off but I’ll be okay. Thanks for asking.”

Ebony handed her the $20 bill and got $3 and some change back. She dipped out of the station as quickly as she could without breaking into a full-out run and got into the truck. She’d just have to relieve her bladder later. Ebony practically inhaled the hot dogs, greedily licking the mustard and ketchup off her dirty fingers as she drove back onto the dark road. She traveled until she reached a motel. She didn’t have enough money to get a room, so she simply parked in the lot. She stood next to the truck in the darkness, pulled down her pants, and squatted awkwardly. Then she yanked up her pants and curled up in the back of the cab to get some rest.

“Your prick was so small I couldn’t even feel it. Thanks for the easy fifty dollars!” Ebony heard a woman yell loudly. It seemed as if she’d only been asleep an hour, but the sun was rising. She looked at the clock on the dashboard: 4:49. Ebony sat up to see a hooker walking out of a motel room, still adjusting her revealing and tacky clothing. Her john turned beet red and scurried away to a rusted station wagon, and the pro headed off toward a trailer park across the road. They’d left the door to the motel room slightly ajar. It was just the break she needed. Ebony jumped out of the truck and rushed inside.

She locked the door, put the safety latch on, and worked with lightning speed. She stripped out of her filthy hospital-issued clothes. Standing naked in front of a dirty mirror, Ebony ran her fingers through her hair. Thick, pretty, long hair, just like Mama’s, she thought, admiring the soft waves full of natural body. Ebony choked back tears as she thought back to a time when she was thirteen and she’d tried to trim her ends. She’d only intended to take off about half an inch and did such a poor job that to correct it her mother had to cut off four inches.

“A woman’s hair is her crowning glory, especially when it’s so long like ours. Women pay good money to have hair like this, so don’t you ever cut it again, you hear me?” Her mother cried as she cut her daughter’s hair. Ebony had kept that promise for a dozen years.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” Ebony now said softly. “I’m so, so sorry. All of this is my fault. If I had just listened to you about Carmelita, none of this would have happened. You never trusted her. I might not have gotten rich, but all the money in the world can’t bring you back to me. Oh, God! What have I done? What am I doing? I just, I just don’t know. I was so fucking greedy and stupid!” Ebony yelled, and banged her reflection in the mirror with her fist.

Angrily she took the pair of scissors she’d purchased and hacked at her waist-length hair. With every snip Ebony felt a bit weaker, a bit more confused, but she kept cutting until all that remained was a chin-length bob with bangs that covered her eyes.

It’ll grow back, she told herself. And then I’ll never cut it again. I swear, Mama.

Ebony took a shower and cried as she washed her hair with the cheap motel shampoo and scrubbed her dirty body. Her body shook from the force of her sobs. Her mind whirled as she remembered her mother, how hard she’d struggled and all the things they’d gone through just to survive. She remembered when her mother hustled bricks of cocaine and how she’d got caught because of a low-down informant. Ebony remembered how she and her mother were arrested and questioned, and how they ultimately conspired to kill the informant; Ebony lured the informant into a hotel room with the promise of sex but slipped him a toxic dose of cocaine.

Knowing that a man died at her hands made Ebony numb and cold, and it took a long time for her to regain any sense of warmth. Just when everything seemed to be normalizing, when Ebony had gained financial security for her mother and herself and she was going to get married—it all fell apart. Ebony could feel the chill of indifference for the world and everyone in it creeping over her once more. She knew that she’d never be the same.

Ebony poured the bottle of peroxide over her head, then used the blow-dryer that was chained to the wall in an attempt to accelerate the bleaching of her hair. The change in color was subtle and a bit brassy but would have to do. Finally, she put on her old khakis and the Miami tourist T-shirt she’d picked up at the truck stop and exited the room. She hopped back in the truck and headed east, back toward Miami. She had a score to settle with an old friend, and plan or no plan, nothing but God Almighty was going to stop her.



CHAPTER THREE
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Florida Everglades

A petite young woman sat on the ground at the side of a deserted road that ran through an area of swampland west of Miami. She’d been sitting for what felt like an eternity, being eaten alive by mosquitoes and paranoid that a gator or a snake was going to attack her. In the distance she finally saw headlights and stood quickly, running into the middle of the road. Her white T-shirt was nearly transparent with sweat and tied tightly just below her bosom, revealing a taut, firm young stomach. The khaki cutoff shorts she wore hugged her perky bottom. She wiggled sensually as she stuck out her thumb in an attempt to entice the oncoming vehicle to stop.

A truck with a plumbing-company logo emblazoned on its side pulled over. A man with badly sunburned skin and yellow teeth smiled at the woman.

He’s disgusting, she said to herself.

“Where ya headed, honey?” the beefy driver asked, licking his lips.

“Wherever you want to take me,” the woman said with a fake smile and a wink.

“Oh, I’ll take you on a ride, honey,” he said suggestively. “Get in.”

The woman got in, the driver’s eyes planted on her boobs as she pulled the seat belt across her chest.

“Well, let’s ride,” she said, smiling. She knew he was checking her out. She scanned the cab of the truck and gave the driver the once-over. He wore a cowboy hat and a belt with an outlandish buckle. The woman took notice of the shiny brass handle of a pocketknife peeking from a leather case attached to his belt. She swallowed hard. Her throat felt scratchy and beads of sweat began to form at her temples.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Kira.”

“That’s pretty, just like you.”

“Uh, thanks.” Kira didn’t want to know the driver’s name. It would make what she knew she was going to have to do to him easier if she didn’t know his name.

“Hot night tonight, huh?” she asked cheerfully, changing the direction of the conversation.

“Say, you a working girl or something?” the trucker asked, ignoring her question.

Kira looked the driver up and down. A rise in the crotch of his pants showed he was aroused. She rolled her eyes, then smiled. She knew it was going to come to this.

“I like to party but I’m not a pro. I just need a ride into the next town. I’d be ever so grateful,” she said sweetly.

“Well, I’m headed toward Miami. Got a drop-off in Sweetwater. You can thank me for the ride at a little motel when we get there. Or you can start to thank me now as I drive.”

The driver reached over and grabbed Kira’s hand, moving it toward his erection. Kira recoiled and laughed.

“You know, there was a chupacabra in Sweetwater,” she said, her eyes wide.

“A what?”

“A chupacabra. It means ‘goat-sucker’ in Spanish. It’s a beast that feasts on the blood of animals, but they are known to feed on people. They mostly live in Latin America, but they’re here, too.”

“Little lady, ain’t no such thing. Ain’t no chupacabbie or whatever you said any more than there’s a Sasquatch, bigfoot, or a Loch Ness monster.”

“Oh, no, they’re very real. Actually, I’m descended from a line of women who were raped by chupacabras,” Kira said matter-of-factly.

The trucker shot a curious glance at Kira.

“They escaped with their half-breed beast babies to the faraway planet of Funkanova, where pink reigns supreme.” Kira grinned wildly, her eyes glazing over.

“Say what?” The driver had picked up many a hitchhiker in his day and had managed not to connect with any whack jobs. He hoped his luck hadn’t changed.

“Funkanova, baby baby! All hail pink power!” Kira pumped her fist in the air.

“What the fuck? Hey, look, lady, I don’t want no trouble.”

“Oh, but you got it. You had it the minute that you took a job in Sweetwater. If you go there, the chupacabra is gonna get you. Hell, I might even morph and then you’ll really be in trouble.”

“Because I’m a gentleman I’m gonna pull over and let you out at the next gas station instead of putting you out in the middle of nowhere. But you have got to go.”

“The hell you are!” Kira shouted. “I’m on my way to Miami and you’re taking me. I can protect you with my lotus. I’ll give it to you when we get there, but no Sweetwater!”

The driver ignored her.

“You do want to do me, don’t you? C’mon, you know you want to. You would never turn down the chance to fuck a hot young thing like me. I’m buck wild, too. Ooh, yeah, baby.” Kira began massaging her breasts and moaning, tossing her hair back and forth.

“Normally I’d jump at the chance, but my gut is telling me that you gotta go.”

“You don’t understand. I need revenge. Just like the chupacabra, my bloodthirst can not be satisfied! Chupacabra!” she yelled before leaning in toward the driver and biting his neck hard. The driver yelped in pain as the truck swerved violently. He recovered and pulled onto the gravel-covered shoulder of the road.

“Get the fuck out!” he yelled. He was about to backslap her when he felt a searing pain in his belly. He looked down to see blood spreading in a maroon circle across his white T-shirt. The bitch had stabbed him with his own knife. Before he could react, she stabbed him again and again and again.

Kira’s hands were covered in blood. She stared at them for a while, her breathing becoming more rapid as she watched the crimson droplets roll toward her wrists. She brought a hand to her face and inhaled, then she licked the blood from her pinkie. Her pointed tongue flickered over her delicate hand, lapping up the blood as she grunted. Kira’s body tensed and she let out a loud moan of ecstasy. She always came when she satisfied her bloodthirst.

“You should be thanking me, you know. If I hadn’t killed you, the chupacabra would have,” Kira said, looking over at the driver. “Now I know that no one likes to be stabbed in the gut. It’s a horrible way to go. A knife piercing your lungs, your liver, your kidneys, and such has got to be painful. But imagine the pain of a goat-monster ripping out your intestines and entrails and feasting on them. A goat-monster with cloven hooves, I might add, so you know he’s evil. That’s got to be the absolute worst way I can think of to go. That and fire!”

Kira held the dead trucker’s face in her hands and stroked his hair. His eyes were rolled back, the milky whites showing. She leaned over and cut the engine on the truck, then began to search the man’s pockets. She pulled out his wallet and looked inside. There were a couple hundred in cash, a credit card, and a gas card. Sweet!

Kira exited the truck, and with a strength that belied her petite frame, she dragged the bloody corpse over to the passenger side. Then she hopped into the driver’s seat.

“See the thing is, you should have been more careful where you picked up a hitchhiker. It was pretty stupid to do that near a mental hospital.” Kira looked over at the corpse and smiled. “My roommate and I did it, you know. We pulled it off! The old fakerooni! We started the fire so we could escape, and I bet everyone thinks we’re dead. I bet that even Ebony thinks that I’m dead. I ran back to the building, but I didn’t run back inside. I just had to see my masterpiece up close. Man, we burned that bitch up! It was so beautiful. I can’t explain it. It was like Christmas and the Fourth of July all rolled into one. The roof, the roof, the roof was on fire! We ain’t need no water, we let the motherfucker burn!”

Kira laughed and laughed.

“I did you a favor. Now you’ve got to do me one. I need a place to stay and I’ll be needing supplies. You don’t expect me to satisfy my bloodthirst without supplies, do you? No way, José. But I’m sure you have everything I need.” She wiped off a streak of blood on the man’s driver’s license with her T-shirt and took off.

Almost an hour later Kira pulled into the carport of a dilapidated house. She looked around. There was a parked classic Thunderbird and a utility shed with a flimsy lock. She searched in the darkness for something to help her and saw a rusted toolbox. She opened it and found that it contained little more than a bent screwdriver, a wrench, and some rusty nails, but that was all she would need. Working fastidiously, she slipped the screwdriver into the crack of the door and banged on the handle with the wrench. She pried on the door until the flimsy wood planks of the shed door cracked and broke. Kira opened the shed, smiled at the contents within, then let herself inside his home.

The trucker’s house smelled musty, and empty pizza boxes and beer cans were strewn about. She headed into the kitchen and rummaged through the drawers and cabinets. Again she smiled at the contents. There were plenty of knives, lighters, matches, and, most important, flammable liquids. There was everything she’d need for a successful bloodthirst.

Kira peeled her clothes off and walked stark naked into the bathroom. She turned on the water in the dirty shower and stepped inside. The water ran light pink as it washed traces of blood off her body and down the drain. Kira hummed happily to herself as she washed her hair. Then she turned off the water and, not bothering to dry herself off, moved into the bedroom. The bed was unmade and the sheets looked dirty, but she was tired. She searched for something to sleep in, but all the trucker’s clothes looked dirtier than the sheets. Kira yanked the sheets off the mattress, but it was stained.
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